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ABSTRACT
1 The primary aim of this study was to ascertain g

whether expectations affec*t children's performance on a measure
designed to assess development of understanding of the Minimum
1 Distance Principle (MDP) and its exceptions. There were three major ¢
hypotheses: (1) sentences harmonious with expectation should be more
easily understooc than neutral sentences, and contrary sentences
¥ should be most difficult to understand, regardless of the verb; (2)
there should be fewer misinterpretations of sentences using the verb
"to tell" than of those using the verb "to promise," regardless of
expectation; and (3) performance should increase with grade level. .
The t=2st population consisted of 14 males and 14 females from each of
the three levels (K-2). It was concluded that there seems to be a
point at whinrh expectations have the greatest effect on performance. ‘-
There were cCifferences between the harmonious and the contrary mean )
on "tell" sentences in kindergarten and grade one, even though the
> mean number of correct responses was relatively high. In grade two ¢
* there was no such difference. (Author)
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EDUCATION POSITION OR POLICY
Children's cxpectations concernins the probsble direction of acticn
between the subject and object in 2 sentence have been found to affect their
understanding of passive scntences (Gowie and Powers, 1972). Sentences har-

nonious with expectation arec easier to understand and sentences contrary to

o

exocctation are more difficult to understand than are neutrzl serntcices.
The primary ain of the nresent study was to ascertain uhethef\exaectations
also affect children's performance on a measure desirned to assess develow-
nent of understanding of the :Zinimum Distence Principle (iiP) and its ex-
ceptions,
In most Inalish sentences of the form
(1) wp

vV NP, to inf vb

1 2
the second noun vhrase, as the noun phrase closer to the complement verd, is
ifs subject, For example, in "He told us to write", it is we who are to
write, OConstructions using the verb to promise are an exceotion to this
Principle. "He promised us to write" indicates that it is he who will write,
i.es, the first noun phrase, which is further from the complerment, is the
subject of the corplenment verb to write.

é;ggisg, which does violate it, and to tell, which follows the Frinciple,
has been investigated by Carol Cl.umsky (1959), who hypothesized and found
supporting evidence that children assisn the wrong subject until they learn
the structure associated with certain exceptional vefbs. Thus, nany chil-

dren in her sample interpreted sentences with a3k and with promise as-if they
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rneant tell. Chorisky has surrested that children's "errors" may be due to
applying the IDP to all sentences of form (1) until they learn the excep-
tions.

Building on this iork, Kramer, Koff, and luria (1972) tesied the com-
petence of children and younp adults (ages 8 to 20 years) in usinz the verbs
to ask and to tell. Those subjects who were not corpetent initially (and
vho were still available) were reassessed two ye'rs later, Irprovement was
apparent in all age groups, but no group resched total cormetence, The ria-
Jor difference oted between subjects over age 12 and all youncer children
725 in the most corrion type of error: younger subjects interpreted ask as
tell, whereas the older group assismed the wrong suwoject to the complerent
verb in sentences using ask.

In addition to actual cospeterce in using the 1DP and its excentions,
children's expectations may be influencinz their performance with such sen-
tences, The present study was desirmed to investigate this relationshive
There were three major hyootheses:

(1) Sentenzes harrmonisus with expectztion should ve more
easily -inderstood ihan neutral sentences, and con-
trary scntences should be most difficult, regerdless
of the verb;

(2) There should be fewer nisinterpretations of sentences
using the verb to tell than of those usin~ the verdb to
prorise, regardless of exnectation;

(3) Perfermance should increase with grade level.

Since there was no empirical basis for predicting a direct relation-
ship between type of word association (svntagmatic or paradigmatic) and com~
petence in using the XDP, a question rather thaa an hypothesis was formu-
lated, namely, would thosc children who gave rore paradigmatic responses on

a word associaticn test make fewer misinterpretations on promise sentences?

Word associations vere of interest because the syntagmatic-paradirmatic




shift is one indicator of srowth in linguistic facility, and because of the
possibility of parallel develorrient2l trends., Hesearch has shoim that boe-
tween the ages of 5 and 10 years, children besin to group words --- into
syntactic classes (Zrovm and Berko, 1950), or into clusters presumably re-
lated to mediating responses (:ntwisle, et al., 19614).1

PROCEDURE: The exverimental samwle for both the construction of materials
and the main study consisted of 26l middle-class children in Kindergarten,
grade one and grade two attending parochial schools located toward the out-
skirts of Albany, New York, and both public and parochial schools in three
suburban centralized school districts adjacent to that city.

In order to collect data on expectations so that the instrument for the
main study could be developed, the verbs promisg and tell were presented to
180 children, 60 in each of the three grades in 60 propositions (30 of each
verb). The children were asked whether they thought NP1 or HP2 was riore
likely to promise or to tell the other to carry out the action indicated tv
the complement verb. Each proposition was potentially reversible, and both
alternatives were given, with the child choosing the one he or she thought
would "usually happen". An individual child evaluated only 10 promise and
10 tell propositions, The order of al’ernatives within each proposition was
reversed for half of the sample.

There were three I'P combinations in the propositions: adult-adult,

Factors influencing resvonses may be the variety of verbal contexts
from which to draw, the nurber of associates avnilable (Zrvin, 1961), socio-
econoriic status, method of administration (Intwisle and Forsyth, 1963), age
(Brown and Rerko, 1950), school attendance (Sharp and Cole, 1972), and liter-
acy (Reynolds and Palmatier, 1969).




child-child, anc adult-child. Adult-child corbinations in the 21 promise

sentences included in the final instrurment ampeared 11 times in Ainder:rar-
ten, 12 times in grade one, and 11 tines in crade 23 in the 21 tell senten-
ces included, adult-child corbinations anpeared in the identical respective
¥recuencies, With reither verb was the choice of child or of adult as sub-
ject derendent on prade, i.e., the number of times each was chosen ias not
different fron grade to grade. (This was determined by 2 7,2 tests, each
with,2 d.f.: for nromise, X 2 . 2,983, for tell, X? - .002,) The nropore

of tell Sentences

tion of times the child was chosen as subject,was simificantly less than
0.5 {p€ +001,binomial itest on preportions). The 0.Y9 confidence interval
on the provortion of times the child was chosen as subject ran-ed from zero
to 0.21, Children exvected that adults would tell them vhat to do (31 of
3L sentences) and that they would make promises to adults (18 of 3l sen-
fences), ‘

MaIN STUDY: Subjects for the main study were 1l males and 1l females from
each of the three grades, Only those who completed all sections were inclu-
ded in later analyses of the data., Children giving clang responses on the
vord association te:st, or those failirg to respond tc any iten on that test,
vere excluded from the sample, None had to be excluded for failure to re-
spond to the promise and tell items.

EAPERIMENTAL IATERTALS: Twenty-one promise and 21 tell sentenc;as vere selec- .
ted for each grade from the initial pools of 60, Included in the final in-
strument were those items which were most clearly neutrc.'zl, in that nearly
equal numbers of children chose NP.l and NP2 as the actor, and those i*ems

most clearly reflecting an expectation, in that the majority of children pre-

ferred one NP over the other as actor. Harmonious sentences reflected the

X30 por verb
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preferences of thc rreatest nurber of children, 2né conirarz sentences re-
flected the prefercnees of fewest childien. Those scntcences and the nu-ber

of children choosing the a2lternative for: included in the instrunment are

listed in Tzbles I-JII, It is apnarent fron Table I-a that it was irnossible

D A s e T D ey S AT TD AT A G T D D A D AP P St T aun T D -

to find 7 prorise sentences rarely chosen by Kindercertcners (i.c., contrary
iters). ZExpectations of Xindergartcners were less stersotyped than those of

the older children and were about evenly divided between i’P, and EPE.

1

Seven promise and 7 tell sentences were harmonious, 7 were neutral, and
7 vere contrary to the erxpectations of children at each prade level, Senten-
ces using prorise were arranged randonly with respect to exvectaticn, as were
those using tell,

The word association test consisted of 7 verbs, 7 nouns, and 7 adjec-
tives having single gr-imatical functions, as identified by Carroll (1971).
Those were: ask, begin, sit, shut, tell, untie, read; brother, car, day,
Jungle, siren, sky, river; alive, happy, old, sick, strong, tiny, and won~
derful.

Examples of promising and telling were discussed with each child, and
two sample iters were presented before each sub-test. Children heard 21
statements using the verb to promise and ansuered a question related to each
one, e.ge, "Fother promises father to bzke a ceke., Who will bake the cake?"
Then the werd association test was administered, followed by 21 items using
the verb to tell.

DESIGN: Because sex was a factor in all of the simificant interactions in
the previous study using exvectations (Gowie and Powers, 1972), it, as well

as type of word association, was a blocking variable. This yielded a 3 x 2 x




2 x 2 x 3 desisn \crade by sex by verb by ty-c of vord association b7 ex-
pectation) with reveated measurcs over the dirensions of verb {prorise and
tell) and expectetion (harvonious , neutral, and contrcry), The two levels
of word association (hi~her and lower rates of paradicsatic respondins)
vere deternined by a median split within ench séx and rrade; thercfore, tord 1
association was nested within sex and nrade,

RSULTE: The results of {he analysis of variance are showm in Table IV,

Insert Table IV zbcout here

Grade was a sirnificant effect (p< .001), The ilewnan-Keuls procedure
vas applied to investigate differences betieen the prade means, Second
graders ansvered sionificantly more questions correctly than ¢id Kinder-
garteners (p{ .01) and more than did first graders (p¢ -95)e “indergar-
ten and first grade means were not significently diiZerent.

The verb used in the sentences was also a significent effect, Per-
formance with tell was better than with promise (p¢ .001),

The third significant effect was expectation (p¢ .091): harmonious
sentences were easiz2r than contrary sentences (p< .001, Hewman-Keuls);
and harmonious and neutral sentences were of equal difficulty.

Significant interactions were: grade by expectation (p¢ .025), verb
by expectation (p¢ .001), and grade by verb by expectation (p¢ .021),
These are shown in Figures 1 through 3 respectively, 4Tukey's'procedure

was used to test neans in 211 interactions,

Insert Mrures 1=3 about here

DISCUSSIO:: The mean number of correct responses for second graders was
5.56 over all conditions. This level of performance was superior to that

achieved by Kinderparteners (X = Lo.2li) and first graders \X=lie7h), whose

mean scores vere st.atis‘cicall,v identical, Even with a verb as common as

tell, there were more errors in interpretation in the two lower gr-des.

]




Hypothesis 3 was, therefore, partially coniirrcd.

The difficulty cxrericnced with ihe verb oromise relative to tell con-
firmed hymothesis 2 and add~d sunnert to C. Chomsky's suswestion (1959) that
children learn a general pattcrn of the langua~e before lcarning an exccep-
tional structurc associated with a particular verb.

Fany children Iad not learned how to use the structure assoc.zted with
the verb to prorise, althourh they understood the verb's mecnine, For examnle,
a chiia misht say that "Father will promise mother to bake 2 cake" reflects
a nore comon state of affairs than does "rother will promise father to bake
a cake" and yet indicate that it is mother who will do the bakine., That is,
his expectation favors one outcore, based on a serantic systen, yet his sym-
tactic irmatvrity does not allow him to cxpress that exoectation in a form
appreciated by an adult sneaker.

Sentences contrary to expectation elicited more misint. -etations than
did harmonious and neutral senterces. The latter two lcvels of <xmectation
were not sismificently different, possibly indicating that exmectation is
an individual difference, Sentences were classified according to the ex~

pectations of the majority of children interviewed. lfost children said, for

example, that father rather than mother would paint the fence, and, therefore,
a sentence reflecting that expectation would have been classified as harmo=-
nious. The rare child who honestly believed that mothers paint fences more
often was actually encountering a contrary, not a harmonious sentence when
hearing that item. Therefore, measurement of the effects of expectations
was confounded for that child.

The grade by expectation interaction is shown in ®isure 1. The nean

scores in the neutral and contrary conditions in Kindersgarten (lie05 and Lj.09)

are statistically equal, However, all other means arz cimificantly different

LRIC
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from each other. In Kinderr~arten harsonious sentences uere ezsiest, but in
the cther two craces the pattern chanced so that ncutral sentences vere ecasi-
est, herronious iters were of riddle difficulty, and contr vy ite.s were
most difficult.

The emuality of Kinderg-rten means in the neutral and contrary conditions
may be related to the difficulty in classifying orormise sentences with re-
gard to expectaticn (cf, Table I-a), ‘iowever, this difficuliy ves not en-
ccuntered in the two other mrades, and it does not provide hints as to the
reasons for aeutral sentences' being easier than harmonious in the upper
grades.

Analysis of the verb by expectation interaction (cf. ircure 2) dis-
closed that the following means were equal: promise-contrary and promise-
neutral; tell-contrary and tell-neutral; ancd promise-harmonious and promise-
contrary, All othér means were significantly different., The greates. dif-
ference between verbs was in the harmonious condition, followed by neutral
and contrary., It is curious that the predicted order of difficulty was
essentially supported by the data from the tell sentences, i.e., those in
accordance with the general pattern in the languaze, but that the order was
disrupted by the exceptional verb Yo promise.

Possibly worthy of mention is the similarity between the graph of this
interaction and the verb by expectation interaction in grade one (Fig. 3).
The same pattern is apparent in both, and the same means are significantly
different---to this extent the graphs are identical. Kindergarten and grade

two seem to "balance" each other so that the grade one pattern is the same

as the overall pattern. This implies an extremely orderly progression in the

development of facility with promise and tell.




Fipgure 3 depicts the csrade by verb by expectation interaction. The
threc resns from nromise sentences vere not different in Kinder~sriten (iar~
ronious=2..5, Ieutral=2,71, Contrary=3,18), (The critical ranve for mears
to be sismificontiy different wes 0,967.) The cxvected mean number of correct
responses on scven itess writh tiro alternatives, if selection of each alter-
native were on a purely random basis, is 3.5. ‘The LKinderserten promise
means were all below this chonce level, The implication is that Kindersar-
teners are not "making mistakes", but are following a rule different fron
the adult practice. Decause of the format of the instrument, it is impos-
sible to know whether they assirned the wrong subject to the cormlerent verb
or interpreted promise as tell. In either case, their responses were sys-
tematically different from the adult norm.

Kindergarteners' performance with tell was affected by expectaiion as
predicted: harronious sentences were eas’er than neutral and contrary iiers
(H=6.68, 1'=5,39, 0=5,00). First graders also scored sicnificantly hirher
on tell sentences harmonious with expcctation (6.71) than on contrary senten~
ces (5.50).- Performance was facilitated when sentences were in accordance
vwith children's expectations and was hindered vhen they were discordant.

With promise the hirhest level of achievement in first grade was found'
in the neutral condition (3.89). This was different from the mean score in
the harronious condition (2,86) but not in the contrary condition (3.39).
None of these is different from the chance level (3.5).

In grade two, performance with vromise was the same across levels of
expectation (I=l21, W=l li3, C 1.21), as was performance with tell (H=6,89,
N=6,93, C=6,68)., Since the mea1 score on tell sentences is near the maxirmm
possiblie, it seems that expecta .ion introduces “ittle, if any, confusion once

mastery has been achieved, Although the second grade promise means across
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levels of expectaticn arc statistically the seie, those rmeans \£=b.28) are
novhere near the maxdimwr,

In none of the three rrades was there overlap betuecn the promisc reans
and the tell reans. Kindergarteners! perforrance with tell and second gra-
desrs' performance with prordice did overlap, nowever, at two points: 1) all
second grade rmeans on promise items and the Kindersarien nean on contrary
tell items fell within the same critical range, and 2) the second grade riean
on neutrzl promise items was not different from the Kindergarten rean on
neutral and contrary tell items,

COHCLLSIO!: There scems to be a point at which expectations have the greatest
effect on nerformence, There were differences between the harmonious and

the contrzry reans on tell sentences in Kindersarten and prade one, even
though the mean number of correct resnmonses was rclatively high. In grade
two there wzs no such difference.

It would seem that exmectation is not yet helping or hindering usage
of the verb to promise in this age group: means in Kindersarten as well as
in grade two were equal, and in grade one harmonious and contrary, and
neutral and contrary means were equals The F wvalue in the grade by verb
interaction was less than one, also indicating that promise was equally
problematic for all three age groups; performance with this verb did not
differ greatly from grade to grade. One suspects that if olcer children
were included in the experimental sarple, one would find a stage in which
the predicted order of difficulty (i€ X< C) was suoported by the data.

This should avrear before the level of mastery is reacheds

It should also be noted that Carol Chomsky's methodology involved

having children manivulate objects; Kramer, Koff, and Iuria successfully
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used a directed dialomue, but hzd to discard data based on subjects! ratching
cf ricturces and sentences. The procedure used in the vresent study was cn-
tirels verhal, yet the seneral results are sirilar to those of the nrevious
two investications. Tt would be interesting to commare an individual child's
resnonses to tasks usine the verb to nrormise which were presented in difrfer-

ent nodes,
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"'sble I-a

Promise sentences used on criterion measure and number
of Kindergarteners selecting first noun as subject*
Harmonious

Father promises Mark to go to the firehouse.

Bill promises Tom to eat lunch now.

The teacher promises John to use a crayon.

Mother promises father to wash the shirt.

The teacher promises John to go to the blackboard.
Father promises mother to wash the dog.

Bill promises Tom to play softball.

Neutral

Mother promises Barbara to make the bed.

Mark promises father to close the door.

Tom promises Bill to come right back.

Mother promises Barbara to stand up.

Barbara promises mother to come home early.
Bill promises Tom to color the picture.

John promises the teacher to sit on the chair.

Contrary

Father promises mother to polish the shoes.
Barbara promises mother to drink the milk.

Sue promises Nancy to push the swing.

Father promises Mark to clean the fish tank.
Mark promises father to set the table.

Father promises mother to take out the garbage.
Father promises mother to bake a cake.

* Maximum possible = 20.
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Table I-b
Tell sentences used on criterion measure and number
of Kindergarteners selecting first nouns as subject#*
Harmonious

The teacher tells John to answer the question.
Father tells Mark to go outside.

Father tells mother to wash the floor.

Father tells Mark to water the garden.

Mother tells Barbara to listen carefully.

The teacher tells John to put on a coat.
Mother tells father to fix the chair

Neutral

Bill tells Tom to send the letter.

The teacher tells John to put away the papers.
Tom tells Bill to brush the dog.

Sue tells Nancy to hang up the picture.
Barbara tells mother to dry the dishes.

John tells the teacher to read a story.

Mother tells Barbara to look at the picture.

Contrary

Father tells mother to mow the lawn.

John tells the teachar to talk louder.

Nancy tells Sue to play on the teeter-totter.
Tom tells Bill to play marbles.

Father tells mother to paint the fence.

Mark tells father to play a game.

Tom tells Bill to stand on the book.

* Maximum possible = 20.




14
14
17
13
13
16
13

10
10
11
10
11
10
11

NOoOWoONON

Table II-a
Promise sentences used on criterion measure and number
of first graders selecting first noun as subject#*

Harmonious

Father promises Mark to clean the fish tank.
Father promises Mark to go to the firehouse.
The teacher promises John to :ake attendance.
Mother promises Barbara to come home early.
Mother promises Barbara to sharpen the pencil.
Mother promises father to wash the shirt.

Tom promises Bill to play softball.

Neutral

Barbara promises mother to stand up.

John promises the teacher to sit on the chair.
Mother promises father to polish the shoes.
Mother promises father to bake a cake.

Nancy promises Sue to watch Sesame Street.
John promises the teacher to open the window.
Mark promises father to wash the dog.

Contrary

Mother promises father to wash the dog.
Bill promises Tom to come right back.

Sue promises Nancy to bring in the book.
Mother promises Barbara to make the bed.
John promises the teacher to use a crayon.
Father promises Mark to close the door.
Bill promises Tom to color the picture.

* Maximum possible = 20.




Table II-b
Tell sentences used ¢n criterion measure and number
of first graders selecting first noun as subject*

Harmoniouvs

]

20 The teacher tells John to answer the question.
17 The teacher tells John to put away the papers.
14 Father tells mother to wash the floor.

17 Mother tells father to mow the lawn.

16 Father tells Mark to go outside.

17 Mother tells Barbara to listen carefully.

15 Mother tells Barbara to dry the dishes.

Neutral

10 Sue tells Nancy to stop talking.
11 Nancy tells Sue to play on the teeter-totter.
10 Tom tells Bill to climb the tree.
11 Bill tells Tom to *“vrush the dog.
9 Mark tells father .o play a game.
9 Bill tells Tom to stand on the box.
10 Mother tells Barbara to look at the picture.

Contrary

Barbara tells mother to pick up her room.
Mark tells father to eat the cookies.
Mark tells father to water the garden.
John tells the teacher to talk louder.
Mark tells father to ride the bike.
Father tells mother to paint the fence.
John tells the teacher to put on a coat.

NwWEEOUBMMWLWW

* Maximum possible = 20.




Table III-a
P Promise sentences used on criterion measure and number

of second graders selecting first noun as subject#*
Harmonious

15 Father promises Mark to go to the firehouse.

15 Barbara promises mother to sharpen the pencil.

16 Barbara promises mother to come home carly.

12 Mark promises father to set the table.

14 Barbara promises mother to make the bed.

14 John promises the teacher to use a crayon.

15 The teacher promises John to go to the blackboard.

-

Neutral

11 Mother promises father to polish the shoes.
9 John promises the teacher to take attendance,
10 Nancy promises Sue to look at the-bird.
9 Tom promises Bill to color the picture.
10 Tom promises Bill to come right back.
9 Mother promises Barbara to stand up.
11 Mother promises father to wash the dog.

Contrary

Tom promises Bill to play softball.

Father promises Mark to wash the dog.

Father promises mother to wash the shirt.

Tom promises Bill to shoot the water pistol.
Mother promises father to take out the garbage.
Father promises Mark to close the door.

Father promises mother to bake a cake.

7
4
5
8
5
7
7

* Maximum possible = 20,




18
18
18
20
19
19
19

11

1v

11
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Table III-b
Tell sentences used on criterion measure and number
of second graders selecting first noun as subject#*
Harmonious

Mother tells father to mow the lawn.

Mother tells Barbara to listen carefully.
Father tells Mark to water the garden.

The teacher tells John to put away the papers.
Mother tells father to fix the chair.

Mother tells father to paint the fence.

Father tells Mark to ride the bike.

Neutral

Sue tells Nancy to stop talking.

Tom tells Bill to brush the dog.

Sue tells Nancy to play on the teeter-totter.
Tom tells Bill to play marbles.

Tom tells Bill to climb the tree.

Nancy tells Sue to feed the fish.

Mother tells Barbara to look at the picture.

Contrary

John tells the teacher to answer the question.
Mark tell father to go outside.

Barbara tells mother to dry the dishes.
Mother tells father to wash the floor.

Mark tells father to eat the cookies.

John tells the teacher to put on a coat.
Barbara tells mother to pick up her rovom.

* Maximum possible = 20.
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Table IV

Analysis of Variance

Grade X Sex X Word Association X Verb X Expectation

Source
Grades (G)
Sex (S)

Word Association (W) within G and S

G XS

within G and S
rror 2

xpectation (E)

XE

P
X
X
X .
X E within G and S

[
E
E
S
E

within G and S

[a N
Hh

[SCRN SR N i S

[SCTNe NN SR i SO

Mean Square
74.681

.002
11.216
4.181
8.741

936.447
1.339
446
3.934
14.891
8.741

4.532
2.636
<484
.297
.794
.931
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.040
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